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Agriculture, dependent on a ready supply of water, is the hallmark of civilization because 
civilization comes from having a food surplus. The first civilization to demonstrate this was in 
Mesopotamia by the rivers of the Tigris and Euphrates- Sumeria. By 3,000 BCE, magnificent 
cities sprawled on the riverbanks of Mesopotamia. Around them, fields of grain spread across the 
flatlands, groves of date palms swayed, temples towered, brick palaces and mansions existed 
along with street after street of comfortable houses. This was the most crucial event in human 
history: the birth of civilization and it was bequeathed to us by the Sumerians. Earlier these 
people had learned to domesticate sheep and goats and to cultivate crops. Now they could stop 
roaming and settle in one place. Agriculture spread as did irrigation which sustained sizable 
settlements. The Sumerians with access to two rivers developed irrigated agriculture on a truly 
grand scale. It gave them a surplus of grain far beyond the day needs which gave the people of 
Sumer the time to develop new skills and new ways of making do. They became inventive and 
thoughtful. Artisans, traders, priests, scribes, and merchants came into being, sustained by the 
efforts of the farmers. A system of government emerged, as well as an organized religion and a 
new order of social classes-all the elements of civilization. 

Who the first Sumerians were we don't know. We do know that that they gathered in the 
southern part of the Mesopotamian valley called Sumer, between the Tigris and Euphrates where 
the soil was some of the most fertile in the world, in which barley and wheat and vegetables 
would grow easily; however, their first attempts at irrigation were modest, carrying vessels of 
water from the rivers to their small plots. Later narrow breaches were made, also small dams 
creating basins. Eventually long canals to channel water to fields several miles from the rivers 
were excavated. Cooperation was needed to accomplish this among the people leading to a 
community with a similar goal. Further the scale of irrigation projects helped push the Sumerians 
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toward specialization, the division of labor that also marks civilizations. Surplus foods meant not 
everyone had to farm. Planners for the canals emerged, as did instruments for measuring, 
surveying, and calculating slopes and flow patterns, and the mathematics of those measurements. 
Trade also emerged, especially trade for farming tools. 

Another specialty in Sumerian society was traveling merchants, produced by agricultural 
surpluses. They brought back not just goods, using a variety of means to commute those goods, 
but also ideas. They expanded the intellectual horizons of the Sumerians and also opened foreign 
minds to Sumerian ideas: what we call cultural diffusion. 




Caravan Routes - Museum of Anatolian Civilization 



Trips07 Ankara, Turkey May http://search.creativecommons.Org/# 



Brewbooks http://www.librarything.com/profile/brewbooks 
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The greatest of the cultural ideas of the Sumerians diffused along the Tigris and Euphrates was 
writing, which arose from the needs of religion, commerce, and government. The priests needed 
a method of record keeping, a way to keep track of farmers annual contributions of barley, 
traders had to list what foodstuffs had been sent off for barter, administrators wanted records of 
land surveys and civic activities. The Sumerians would keep their records on clay tablets, another 
benefit of the rivers' bounty. 
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Figure lSumerian inscription in monumental archaic style, ca. 26th century BC 



Cuneiform script. (2009, June 15). In Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Retrieved 23:25, June 15, 2009, 
from http://en.wikipedia.orq/w/index.php?title=Cuneiform script&oldid=296646874 



Eventually, Sumer would decline. Ironically, that which gave Sumer its start, the rivers, 
would cause its decline. Agriculture, due to centuries of irrigation had finally diminished the 
fertility of the fields, leaving residues of salt as the water evaporated. Crop production dwindled, 
surplus food stacks were expended. The poets though, would preserve for history Sumer' s 
greatest contribution to civilization for as they wrote their lamentations regarding the end of 
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Sumeria, in that very act of writing, they were ensuring that the greatest of Sumer's 
accomplishments-writing-would be passed on for generations. 



